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. . . ' - . - n . . 1
that deoes it tzkeé“to understand a metaphor? . -
‘Ellen Winner and Howard Gardner -
47 Vhat kind of knewledge and strategies are necessary in order to
understand a metaphor? To put this guestion into context, T will briefly

summarize a study that we conducted on the kinds of misconceptions
Y - . - . : . ' . .
children have about sirmla metaphoric language (Winmer, Rosenstiel,

and €ardner, 1976). So=e of the questions raised by that study will

then be articulated, znd

-

ngs that have emerged

from follow-up work. on these issues will be rgported.
) ) . _ : FLES B . ..

Initially we were intevested <n how children interpret the kind of
metaphoric language found in everydav sprech as well as in children's

-

literature. Ve wondered, for example, how children come to understand
b

that a "hard heart" refeys kot to anv rhvsical guality of .hardness, but

rather to a psychological gualitv. Or how children arrive at the under-
“standing that a "loud color' refers to &°visual, not an auditory property.

t
u

In order to learn how children understand, or misunderstand, such
. simple expressions, we asked children ranging -in age from $ix to fourteen.

‘to paraphrase a series of metaphoric sentences.. These sentences were.

v

of two types. In half, something about a person's vsychological nature

was conveyed by.likéuipg that person to a physidal object.- For eiample:.

¢ After nanv vears of working at thé.jail,_the‘ﬁrigbn\f
"guard had become a hard rock that could not be moved.

' TVié called this type of sentence a ﬁé&khplogical—physical metapitor. The

Y .

other .half of~the items consisted of cross-suisory metaphors, in which

an element from one sensory modality. was described synesthetically in-

S
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terms ol another madalitvy. "For example: — : !
' . - . o L.

The color of her fingernail polish was a loud splash.

Here, color is described in zuditorv terms. These two types oI meétaphors
S

. |
| were chosen both becsuse they are GL/te frequent. and because thev seem

| e

¥

to ke common across manv languz ges QAsdh, 1955; Williams, 1976).. H

|

, , \

In order to have confidence in what was. causing correct orgincorrecé
- responses, we deliberately»prasented?these sentences in isolatiom, r¥ther'-
than embedding then in a stcrv context where other ancillary faLtors"

A
\ .

-

may give away the reaning. We found that children had a great \
of difficulty making sénse of such expressions. Moreover, ch11dren ofl

1

difierent ages exnibited certain systematic misunderstandings, In,vieQ\

v

. : . . . 4 .. \
of the fact that both tyres of metaphors used vielded similar results, |

"we will focus here on the responses given-to the psychological-physical

ones. A N

Six~year-olds often faiied to recognize that the metaphors were

intended nonlitlerally. Thev ‘accepted the sentences at face vaiue, in-

veﬁting a pretend world in vhich the laws of the natural world did not

apply. Thus, when asked tovparaphrase the semtence in which a prison

guard is equated with a hard .rock, they said that & king had come and

.o turned the guard into a rock. A second st ategy used by the youngest

children was to alter the relation between the two elements of the metaphor:

\
‘the relatlonshlp of 1dent1tv——person equals rock--was changed to one of

i

- v
cont1gu1ty——person is assoc1ated with rock. hus, the sentence was sa1d

to mean that the guard worned in a prlson that had hard rock walls.

Eight—year-olds.often realized that this sentence meant. that the

ERIC
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vard tras in swrme csense like & rock. Hewever, they vere unzble to

prisecn

\UQ

express a link between domaing as distant as the psychological and the

~physical realms. - Instead, subjects interpreted both terms of the metaphor

>

as. belonging to the physicael domzin. Thus, the guard had nuscles that
vele hard like a rock. o - | .

It was not wntil the age of ten that children were able to appreciate

the/ways in which the dual-finction term hard could be applied to bota the

psychological and,the phvsical elementg’of'the metaphori At this age, -

consequently, tﬁe) were cap. le of successiully par_oh ing the figure:

’

The guard didinot care zbout the prisomers.

o

thile this initial investigation illuminated the generzl develop-

mental trajectory of metzphoric understanding, it also raised a major

: - ) ) ) - - < ) 3 - L - ’-. - - -
question. Specifically, what is it that pronhibits children under ten
fromounderstandin a sirple metaphoric senteﬁc ? - What kind of sensitivity:

pR<d “t 7

/ . ,//
.to the oenotatlons and cownotatlons of words are necessary 1n order to.

~

”get it right?”
One approach we have taken to answer these guestions was to re-
" examine some of the-responses given in our study of metaphoric under-

standlng (hlnuer et al., 19/6) We had noted thet, as?approoriate

expllcatlons became more frequent, (around the aoe of ten) they vere

'accompahied_by a'kind of interpretétion.that was almost, but not quite,

correct. We called'these responses inappropriate-metaphoric. An analysis

' - .

of these near-misses proved,helpful~in~illuminating the kindwofweenEifivity~"—w%
that may be involved in apprehending a metaphor. ' ‘

What did these inappropriate—metaphoric explications tell us? They
“revealed, first of all, that-the child on the verge of metaphorlc Lnderf'

ERIC
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standing grasped that the phvsical: ter=——in this case, a rock--was a
comment about z psychologiczal proverty. They also revealed a sensitivity

-

to the positive or negative polarity expressed by the metaphor. ,What

these children failed to pinpoint was the precise psychological property
to which the metaphor alluded.

_.Consider one of the test items:

. My sister wasla.’fchtly_sealed envelope.

. 1 N o :
The oldest children ail agreed tnat this referred to someone who kept

_ PN

"everything to herself. However, children who offered inappropriate-

metaphoric interpretations thogght this sentence had something to do with

someone who was "'bad," or with someone who was "fussy about: things.” .And,

%

in response to the prison giard metaphor, while the.oldest children
agreed that the guard was "unfeeling"” and "didn't -care about the prisoners,",

/" children who gave inzppropriate-metaphoric interpretétions thought that

"*the'guafd was "'angrv.'"-
\v// - .- o T s - . L -
Although these responses failed to zero in on the precise psychological

dimension, in most cases they -revealed an awareness of the positive or
A 4 . - - .

negative polarity expressed by the metaphoric Qdmparison; (Hence, no

child at this stage said‘thatxthe prison guard was‘kind5"dr?funny,.for
~example.) 1In brief, the children had control over the positive or negative
& o . . : .
coﬁdotations-bf the metaphor befdré they(couldhalight on the precise

psychological property implied. That an incorrect but kindred property

was chosen suggests that these children

had fot yet learmed how to pre= .

cisely. map the.dinensions of one domain onto those of another. This

finding is remihiséent‘oﬁ.reéent'research demonstrating that in under--

R

o . e ':'*..;. o . ;“ _‘.l N B r;;ﬁ-., o g_f . ; j‘G 
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stending relationel 4 dimensionzl zdjectives, children grasp the .

polarity before the cdimensicm, thus confusing tall with wide, but not
with short (Bartlett, 1976; Carey, 18975; Glucksberg, 1975).
We have suggested that the comprehension of psychological-physical

metaphors involves a two-part process: first the child masters the concept

Q'J‘

oF making .a link between tne physiczl and the psychological, grasps the

- - broad polarities of each demazin, but =mekes irpracise conzmections batween

them. Later, the child suaceeds a“-maxlng these donnections precise. -
But what is it that enables. the child to achieve precision?

- Ve reasoned that perhaps the  child must first acquire what has been

called ‘the core megning ¢

Hh
v

word. Let me maeke clear what I mean by

- . core nmeaning, by offering an evample. . The femiliar expression "a coat

of paint" is based on a general core meaning of the word coat--something

that covers. A novel expressicn such as "a coat of sadness” is also
. - ) . - - . R = X . .
—— -—bzsed-on—thris underlying general-<core-meaning-of-covering... V¥e-thought it .
possible that what enables the child to zerc in on a precise metaphoric

~

»interpretation:is a knowledge of core meanings and an ability to reason

by extension from that eentral and geﬁeral neanlng; . _
Thls hypothe51s grew ‘out Qf research thnat has_beep cdndueﬁed to -

in#es@igate adult knewledge.ef vword meaning (CaramaZZa; Grdberg and Zurif;

_19765 Ind1v1dual words are, to- greeter and lesser ehtents, polvsenpue~—

-

that is, they each have at least‘several differept senses. Given a

L4

series of sentences, each ‘of which erlOlt< a different meaning of a

particular word, adults are able~to'supply a core meaning that underlies

all of the various senses of that word (Careﬁazze et al,,’i976).~ Consider

ERIC
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the word line: the expressions, a battle line, a line of rope, znd a2 lineé

of people zll share the core meaning extension. It has been claimed

that we understand these and all novel uses cf-a word by analogy from

‘a nucleus meaning.thét~is both general and-vague. If this is true,

then it is our knowledge‘of the core meaning of the word coat that
allcws‘aé to understand what it means to say a coat of mud, a coat of
.sadness, or a-coat of anything.

We rgcently‘carriéﬁ out a pilot study in order to answer the follow-

-~

ing questions.

-~Is it necessary to have acquired the core meaning of 4 word

1

N

,

before a novel extension of that word can be_preciseiz understood?

from understanding a metaphoric usage of tha
. We probed six-, eight —, -and eleven—year-olds' awareness of the core

mean;ngs of various words, as well as their comprehension of metaphors

Q .

ERIC
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_appropriate specific meaning-<-"something you write with." So that they -

based ‘on these core meanings. All childrén were first given ;/multiple‘
choice test designed to tap a paséive knowledge of core meaniégs.‘ A
word was.read aloud, and childrén were asked to select .the best and,most'

complete meaning from four orally-pfé;eﬁted.cﬁoiceé, 'The.choices Ior

< .

" the word coat were: an appropriate general core meaning--"something that

. . % W
covers'; an appropriate but specific meaning--"something. you wear'';
an inappropriate general meaning--'"something that grows'; and an in-

|-

would not have to choose between the specific and general appfopriate,'?

meaning, two choites were alloved for gachinrd. . o /"ff§
- The next task was to paraphrase sets of sentences,-each of which-



used a word {rom the multluTe ~choice task in increzs ngly novel couts
A Pr
In order tc tap z more-active kno ledge of core . neznings than the

>
x

- to artleulate the core meanlng that underlay the different uses of the

“treltiple-choice tasks would allow, te'also‘proﬁed the.children's ability

v

- same ‘word. For example, ‘thev were first asked to paraphnase a sentence.

employing the word coat” in its most literal sense:

——He -put on his winter coat. , A e T

They then heard a sentence using the word in a frozen metaphoric manner:’

- They put a coat of paint.on the house.

P
..

(This meaning. vas deened»frozen because while it was once a fresh ﬁetaphar,

Fd

the evpre¢51on has ‘now becorme an establlshed part of the le zicon. ) Those-

- v o .

chlldren who proved able to pafﬂbh" se these two sentences were then

posed the follow1ng question:

In the Ilrst ntefxce \ou Sald tl*a._. a coat was
sonethlnb vou wear, and in the second" sentence, you

. do_we useé the word coat. in beth sentepces7 Why

~. . do we say a coat of palnt7 B A . T

Finally, the children were asked to paraphrase a sentence using the

S

wotdiecat as a novel, unfamiriar metaphor that they'preshmably had not

- ®
» - '

“heard befOIe:

Each Little bebble'we found had a green coethﬁ it.

- ‘ . \

v - L] '. 4 o

v.'h . l ]
;ﬂv/fﬁzposs1ble 1nterpretat10n of the word coat here is moss, and 1ndeed-

‘thg; is the 1nteggpetatlon that most adults suoply )

We hypotheqlzed that demonstratlon of the ablllty to artlculate

- - Sl L R S t

the underlylng core meaning, or success on the multlple—ch01ce task
P perhaps. E
: . were necessary (thoug not sufflClent) condltlons for correctly para-

' -2

T P .

K]

- phrasing th? metaphorlc-sentences.

72

Q@ - L]
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ierstood bzfore frozen ones,

=] unde
R

counter to our ex-
sill

P

>
st liter

found ths
However,

"
we
;
1
1ast

e a core meaning was th

ear-olds proved incapable of articulating
different meanings ,

and frozen sentences tefore n
pectations, the ability to

Slh— cﬂﬂ elbnt
had tkO entirely

v

to develop.
.
presence of the word coat

the core, and thougnr the Szme wo
the

in each sentence. Jhen asked to explain
T~ S . ' .
\_\\ . " . . .
a ¢oat~of paint, omne 51x—year—old expressed the general feeling
.,
- .\-. e
le

in
of his age group'in the follo”lng manner:
2

"Well I guess that's all the words we have.
used them all up so we have to name sor2 things the
;ords,-ne thecught -

-8 !
same I meean, when Cod made thé
6f so many he couldn't fhln of anymore so we, have to

€

‘ o use the sarme word.'
It was only the ele»en—veaf—olds-who_preved at all able to verbalize

core meanings, and even the& could do so only inconsistently.. Such
a task seems to call -upon a]rather sophisticated metaiinguistic capacity

’

JOf werdé.

to reflect on the mearlings
Turning- to--the multiple~choice .results, we found that by-the age

L 4
- B —
Bt
- 4

.

’

of eleven, children could consisteﬁtly}p01nt to the core meanlng.

Surprlslngly hovever, succesc on the novel uetaphoric paraphrase did
not predlct success on the - muTtlple—ch01cE task. We found that for’ each
it both tasks, some at neither, and some

,

*
item, some chi%dren succeedec
If a Chlld only sucbeeded on one of the tasks, it was more

< on. Just one.ﬁ
often the case that the metaphor was successfully paraphrased while
That is, they tended to pick uhe

the multiple-choice task kas_falled
. R ( a» . T )

specific meaning and when dsked to choose a second one, indicated that

none was appropriate.. Thus, it appears that successful cdmprehens;on

of a metaphor does not, in any’interesthg way -at least, require knowledge

.. .
.

Lgigég..;*m‘.t
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of the core meanings of the kev words.
Our oxizingl, purpose in conducting this study was to inve ~tigate

what kind of knowledge zbout a word is necessary in order to umnderstand

its metaphoric usage. Our results did not provide a definitive answer

v S - ' . . - '
to th.s question, but they ¢id tell us what kind of kdowledge may be
ke . _ .
wmnecessarv. We are left with the problem of how to actount for the

’

comprehension of novel metaphors.

Having narrowed down the possible accounts of how metaphoric .

comprehension tzkes.plzce, some speculations will be offered about the
process that may. be involved. Vhile nur studies do not provide a direct
| . . . .
answer, they suggest an approach to this question. Specifically, it
. . :
may be thet children's lunderstanding is a reflection of two factors:

\
!

‘1) their knowledge of the real world; and 2) their capacity to think e

analogically.

Consider the example of the coat/moss figure. We*have already
. i . . N . s ) . . ! v. -
seen that it is unlikely that children rely on the -core meaning of tkhe.

N - .- . . | .

.word coat. . What may instead be going on is the . following: children

'
/ .

know the li;eral meaning&ofathe word coat. This provides one leg of the
R , BRI . . . : ‘
analogy: 'coat is to person." They then attempt to construct the remaining
term: "blank is to rock." At this point, their knowledge of the real
.. . . ! ° .

world beéonés crucial. Scanning memory; imagery, etc., they make the
best estimate of what, for a rock, might function as a coat. If'théir'
real world knowledgé,ié adequate, thére is a high probébility'that'théy

will select the correct interpretation of the metaphor.:
Two corollaries follow from this view. First, the more context that

~. N

ﬁis°provided (picporial,,liﬁguistié, etc.),. -the greater the likelihood that

-



children will alight on the correct interpretation. Second,~a-similar -

iine of reasoning proves zpplicable to the psvch oToéLccl hysical
metaphors. Once children becote aware of the permi ssablllty of the

. ¢
3

psychological-physical connection, their capacity toc render the corresct

- - interpretation will similarly call upen their capacity to think znalogicelly,

—_—

and on their real world knowledge, supplemented as far as possible by
ccntex;ual cues. - Thus, 'in the instance in whlch a2 person is compared

/ —
to a sealed 81VP1038, once children appkec1ate the poa51b111ty of a

.

stchological:physical_tonnection, their success will depend bot: on
'

jtheir ability to complete the analogy f{envelope is to tightly{sealcd
s person:is to secretlve") and, J;?e generallv, on thelr real world

knowledgela - . , ) e s . o {

; "If this account is substéntiated, it will have two-interesting_ahd

not entirely expected consequences. Fi%st, appropriate to the spiriﬁ' .
AR . i ’ o

. . - e e Laq .

of this symposium, the'apprec1atlon,fof metaphor will turn out to be

-

1ntegrcllv related to Lhe capac1ty to engage 1n analoglc tqougnt. -And

T 'second, ‘the- capaC1ty to--appreciate-a- metapho;, whlch is. ordlnarlly
. - <
Jccns:dered to be merely an aesthetlc aztlflce, w1ll turn out to rest ‘on

?
a strong foundation of real world knowlédge. .

e

O
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